
Get the Facts Straight on Sunscreens

UV Rays Cause Skin Cancer
Hawaii has the highest rate of melanoma caused by UV radiation compared to other US states. And a recent study suggested that in some 
of Hawaii’s communities, up to 97% of melanoma — the deadliest form of skin cancer — can be attributed to UV exposure.

SOURCE: Islami, F., et al (2020), Cutaneous melanomas attributable to ultraviolet radiation exposure by state. Int. J. Cancer, 147: 1385-1390. https://doi.org/10.1002/ijc.32921

Sunscreens Reduce the Risk of Skin Cancer
The August 2022 report from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine (NASEM) confırms that consistent use of 
broad-spectrum, SPF 30+ sunscreens has been shown to reduce the risk of skin cancer, sunburn, and photoaging.

In its most recent 2021 statement, the FDA encouraged the continued use of all sunscreens — both organic UV fılters (chemical) and 
inorganic UV fılters (mineral) as important skin cancer prevention tools.

The NASEM’s report clearly states that 
there is currently insuffıcient evidence to 
conclude that sunscreens are harming the 
marine environment. 

A recent University of Hawaii study 
(see right) looking at major environmental 
stressors to coral reefs in aggregate does 
not even mention sunscreen. The authors 
noted, “In this paper, we studied fıve of 
the most pervasive known stressors to 
coral reefs" and sunscreen is not cited 
as a stressor. Even when they list out 
fıve specifıc “human disturbances” 
they do not cite sunscreen as a stressor. 
Further, when the authors noted 
“additional disturbances that could be 
included in our analysis,” sunscreen was 
still not mentioned — instead, they 
noted salinity and turbidity.
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MAIN 
CULPRITS

(Land-based pollution)

(Human disturbance*)

(Ocean Acidifıcation)

(Marine Heatwaves)

*Human disturbances: fıshing, fertilizer, 
dredging, coal mining, and vessel impacts.

SOURCE: Setter, Renee O., et al. “Co-Occurring Anthropogenic Stressors Reduce the Timeframe of 
Environmental Viability for the World's Coral Reefs.” PLOS Biology, Public Library of Science, 11 Oct. 2022, 
https://journals.plos.org/plosbiology/article?id=10.1371%2Fjournal.pbio.3001821#abstract0. 

We Are Doing Corals a Great Disservice
“We must not lose track of the larger goal of carbon reduction and the search for solutions to protect corals from temperature increase, 
the number one global cause of coral loss. The energy and funding spent on concentrating on lesser impacts does coral reefs a great 
disservice. While it is inviting to think that a critical problem like coral reef decline can be impacted by something as simple as selecting 
a different sunscreen, the reality is not so easy. Focusing on an issue such as sunscreens, that have not been shown in the overall literature 
to damage reefs and have not been substantiated in the ocean, detracts from the real issues and shifts the efforts away from effective 
conservation and restoration efforts.” 

- Ku‘ulei Rodgers, Ph.D.  University of Hawai‘i, Hawai‘i Institute of  Marine Biology, Coral Reef Ecology Lab, Principal Investigator

Coral Reefs Are in Danger, But We Are Focusing on the Wrong Cause



“Reef Safe” Is Meaningless
The NASEM report confırms there is no regulatory or scientifıc defınition of 
“reef safe” sunscreen. It is a marketing term with no scientifıcally meaningful or 
accurate methodology used inconsistently by some brands. It’s unfounded to say 
that mineral sunscreens are “reef safe” or organic sunscreens are not “reef safe.”

Not All Sunscreens Are Equal
Over years of testing, Consumer Reports has found that mineral sunscreens have 
consistently performed less well than those containing organic chemical UV fılters.

Source: Consumer Reports, “The Truth About ’Reef Safe’ Sunscreen,” updated August 11, 2022; accessed November 2022

Sunscreen Is Used Daily – Not Only At the Beach
Sunscreens are used daily by people who work outside, go running, do yard work 
or simply commute every day in the sun. Hawaii has the highest daily average 
UV index in the nation, making sun protection a crucial public health issue. 

Source: EPA, “Sun Safety Monthly Average UV index,” accessed November 2022

The Lab Is Not the Ocean
Studies that have suggested sunscreen ingredients harm marine life were performed 
in lab environments that are not reflective of the actual reef and ocean environment 
“where pollutants may rapidly disperse and be diluted.”

What Is the Harm? A Lot. 
Some say banning sunscreen ingredients 
is a good idea in case there is a chance 
they are harming the corals. But while 
there’s insuffıcient evidence of coral harm 
from sunscreens, there is clear evidence that 
banning sunscreen ingredients is a harm to 
humans. Note the graph on the left showing 
the dramatic increase in self-reported 
sunburns in Hawaii immediately after the 
fırst law proposing sunscreen ingredient
bans. Your risk for melanoma doubles if 
you’ve had more than fıve sunburns. 
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SOURCE: Hawaii State Department of Health, Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System, accessed Nov 2022 


